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Eva Hollo Vecsei (1930), a pioneering Hungarian architect who
emigrated to Canada in 1956, became a significant figure in

Québec’s modern architecture. Despite her achievements, her
contributions remain largely unknown in Europe. This paper offers

a biographical analysis of her modernist architectural oeuvre, initially
shaped in Hungary under socialist-realist mandates before 1956, and
later in Canada, where she gained prominence for her megastructures,
particularly associated with the 1967 Expo in Montréal. Drawing on
archival research and interviews, the paper explores the conditions that
facilitated her success, the constraints she navigated, and the challenges
she faced as a woman émigré in the male-dominated architectural

profession of her time.

Introduction

Eva Hollo Vecsei' is one of the most successful Hun-
garian architects abroad in terms of architectural scale
and professional recognition. Her career spanned two
distinct architectural contexts: socialist Hungary (until
1956), where she was regarded as a promising young ar-
chitect?, and Canada (from 1957), where she became one
of Montréal’s leading modernist practitioners. Despite her
canonical status in Montréal’s architectural history, her
contributions remain unacknowledged in Hungary. This
paradox raises critical questions about the recognition of
émigré architects and how migration shapes professional
trajectories. Eva Hollo Vecsei’s lifework offers a valuable
case study for understanding these dynamics, particularly
concerning gender and transnational knowledge transfer.

Beyond describing her architectural oeuvre, the study
explores three central questions: How did Vecsei’s migra-
tion shape her professional trajectory? What constraints
and opportunities did she face as a female architect and
an émigré? How did her Hungarian architectural back-
ground influence her work in Canada? Rather than merely
recovering her name for (Central) European architectural
history, this article examines the structural and professional
dynamics that influenced her career. It highlights how she
navigated different architectural and political systems,
adapted to new professional environments, and contributed
to the built environment through large-scale projects such
as Place Bonaventure (1964-1967) and La Cité (1973-1977).

Intersecting structural conditions - including Cold
War-era migration and exile, the professionalisation of
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architecture in Canada, and gendered barriers within the
field - are what shaped Vecsei’s career trajectory. This
paper argues that gender remains a critical lens for un-
derstanding how 20™-century women practitioners like
her navigated and narrated their careers within a histor-
ically male-dominated profession. Rather than reviving
essentialist distinctions, such as the reductive category of
“female architecture”, the study situates Vecsei’s profes-
sional legitimacy within the broader gendered conditions of
architectural practice, emphasising how her self-articulated
focus on recognition and accomplishment reflects - and
critiques - the institutional and cultural barriers of her time.

Vecsei’s career exemplifies these complexities: while
she rejected essentialist notions of “female architecture,”
she strategically positioned herself within the profes-
sion, responding to gendered obstacles with distinct
professional stances. Like many of her generation, she
was deeply committed to the ideal of gender equality,
yet her career path appears pioneering and exceptional
from today’s perspective. Her work in Socialist Hunga-
ry and Canada reflects a negotiation between structural
constraints and personal agency, illustrating how women
architects navigated and reshaped their field.

The paper also examines the intersectionality of Eva
Hollo Vecsei’s position as both a woman and an émigré.
This dual status brought advantages and disadvantages,
shaping her professional trajectory in complex ways. On
the one hand, her Hungarian background equipped her
with technical expertise in large-scale urban design and
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concrete construction, honed through projects like housing
developments for miners, skills that became pivotal in her
integration into Canadian architectural practice. On the
other hand, her status as a newcomer presented barriers
to professional recognition, particularly in the male-dom-
inated Québec architectural circles of the 1960s and 1970s.

This study is methodologically grounded in biographi-
cal analysis, drawing on interviews, archival research, and
project documentation. It follows a primarily biographical
structure, centering on Vecsei’s individual experiences and
career, based on interviews and email correspondence
conducted with her between November 2023 and January
2025. While such an approach offers valuable insight into
her trajectory, it also presents critical challenges. Bio-
graphical narratives, particularly in architectural histori-
ography, have long been shaped by the myth of the solitary
genius, often male, whose exceptionalism overshadows
the various forces at play. Simply inserting women into
this framework risks reinforcing the paradigms that have
historically excluded them. To counter this to some extent,
the study deliberately situates Vecsei’s work within the
institutional and professional contexts that influenced
her development. In doing so, the study draws on second-
ary literature. It examines the gendered dimensions of
the environments in which Vecsei operated, particularly
during her early years in Montréal. It contextualizes her
experiences alongside other Eastern European women,
referred to as the “Québec pioneers”, in the 1960s.

At its core, however, the study is neither an exhaus-
tive analysis of women in architecture across the varied
contexts in which Vecsei worked, nor a methodological
proposition for writing about gender in architecture.
Instead, it primarily aims to trace Vecsei’s career and
architectural contributions across shifting political and
professional landscapes. In doing so, it foregrounds the
challenges she faced, her strategies, and the structures she
navigated as a woman practicing architecture in postwar
Hungary and Québec’s architectural milieu. While the
study remains focused on her individual trajectory, it
necessarily intersects with broader discussions on gender,
migration, transnational knowledge transfer, and the role
of professional networks in shaping architectural practice.
Ultimately, it situates Vecsei’s work within a transnational
history of modern architecture, emphasising her influence
on the built environment as shaped by - and responsive
to - both her Hungarian and Canadian experiences.

Her Early Career in 1950s Hungary:
Promise, Constraints and Education
Education and the Path to Architecture:

“Make the Real Thing, Architecture”
Eva Hollo Vecsei was born on 21 August 1930 in Vienna
and grew up in Budapest. Her early years unfolded under
political constraints - her family, socialist émigrés, fled the
Horthy regime only to face new restrictions upon returning
to Hungary in 1933. Her father, barred from practising law
due to anti-Jewish laws, took a lower-ranking position,
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and the family lived modestly in a courtyard apartment.
Postwar restructuring altered their circumstances when he
was appointed director of the National Social Insurance
Institute [Orszdgos Tdrsadalombiztosito Intézet - OTI].*
By the age of nine, at the outbreak of the war, she had
made a decisive vow never to speak German again - war
and the Holocaust left lasting imprints. Survival depended
on a Swedish safe conduct pass provided by Raoul Wal-
lenberg and refuge in a protected house.® Yet her artistic
education persisted, funded by her grandmother, who had
been deported to Auschwitz.® Even during the war, she
attended the Jaschik Almos Drawing School, where she
trained in freehand illustration and mastered precision
with graphite, a skill set that later became foundational.”
Literature and music dominated her family life - ar-
chitecture was absent. However, she was captivated by
the visual spectacle of opera stage sets, initially leading
to aspirations in set design. By 1948, political realities
intervened again. The Iron Curtain foreclosed any op-
portunity to study at the Reinhardt Seminar in Vienna.8
A friend’s pragmatic advice shifted her course: “You won't
just make sets; you’'ll make the real thing!”® Architecture,
merging technical rigour with artistic expression, became
her discipline. Her aptitude for precision drawing and
spatial reasoning ensured her success at university.

A Strong Foundation Amidst
Political Constraints:
Modernist Influences Within
Socialist Realist Mandates

Vecsei pursued her studies at the Budapest Technical
University, then Hungary’s sole architectural training
institution. This university was the alma mater for many
architects who later emigrated following the Revolution
of 1956.1° Her time at the university, from 1948 to 1952,
coincided with profound political and cultural change.
The consolidation of the communist regime in 1948 led
to the nationalisation of the construction industry and
a restructuring of architectural education to align with
the ideological demands of Socialist Realism." The cur-
riculum was reshaped to enforce political conformity,
with faculty members selected based on political loyalty.?

In 1951, after the “Great Architectural Debate,” Socialist
Realism became the official architectural style in Hungary.
This shift marked a clear rejection of Modernism, which had
gained prominence since the late 1920s. Students were now
required to base their designs on Hungarian Classicism and
the national renewal movement of the 19th century, with clas-
sical ornamentation becoming mandatory in architectural
design tasks. All semester projects and diploma work were
evaluated on their adherence to Socialist Realist principles.®

In response to these constraints, Vecsei strategically
chose to design a circus building for her diploma project.
She reasoned that, due to its unique function, a circus would
be exempt from Socialist Realist critique: “I chose it because
acircus is a structure... it has a completely different function,
so it couldn’t be criticised for not being Socialist Realist”.*
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Although the period between 1946 and 1956 was marked
by constant change and political influence over architectural
education, some traces of Modernist principles persisted.
Karacsony and Vukoszavlyev (2019) suggest that despite the
dominance of Socialist Realism, certain Modernist elements
remained in the curriculum.” One significant influence was
Scandinavian Neoclassicism, which had been integrated into
Hungarian architectural education since the interwar period.
After World War II, Hungarian architects who had found
refuge in Denmark brought back Scandinavian professional
literature and ideas, spreading them among students and
colleagues.' Vecsei’s exposure to the Danish style under
the mentorship of Karoly Weichinger, who admired Gunnar
Asplund’s work, influenced her later designs, such as her
plans for the Lagymanyos housing estate.

One of Vecsei’s early projects, a design for a temporary
student dormitory, received high praise from her mentor
Weichinger, who remarked that she was already “a fully
trained architect” and might not need to continue her stud-
ies.”” In addition to architectural training, students at the
Technical University received a rigorous art education,
with specialised classes in drawing and watercolour being
key to developing design skills - an area in which Vecsei
excelled. Throughout her years at the university, Vecsei
was mentored by notable figures, including Weichinger,
Tibor Kiss (with whom she worked as an assistant), and P4l
Csonka. Despite the dominance of Socialist Realism, civil
engineering and architecture students received a strong
foundation (“solid base”)' in building construction and
structural engineering under Csonka, which prepared
them for their careers, whether in Hungary or abroad.

Female Representation and Professional
Challenges in the 1950s Architecture Faculty:
Structural Conditions for Women at
Hungary'’s Technical University
At the Budapest University of Technology (BME), Eva
Hollo was one of only ten women among a cohort of 120
students, a situation she recalled clearly. Initially, pursuing
higher education had not occurred to her, as architecture
was not yet considered a conventional career for women.
Although access to technical education for women had
gradually expanded since 1912, systemic barriers remained
entrenched. A law passed in 1946 ensured equal university
admission for women, yet their representation in architec-
tural education remained notably low. The establishment of
an independent Faculty of Architecture in 1950 contributed
to a significant increase in student enrolment, and the post-
war construction boom, driven by reconstruction efforts,
industrial projects, and large-scale housing initiatives,
further encouraged women to pursue technical studies."

At the university, Vecsei met her future husband, André
Vecsei. The couple graduated in 1952, and shortly thereaf-
ter, they exchanged rings at City Hall.?° Upon completing
her diploma, Vecsei became an assistant to Professor Tibor
Kiss in 1952. However, the role was incredibly demanding,
requiring attending university lectures and participating in
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evening classes designed for workers. This resulted in 12-
hour workdays, which became increasingly difficult to sus-
tain after the birth of her child.? Following Andrea’s birth,
Vecsei moved to Housing and Communal Building Design
Enterprise [Lakd- és Kommundlis Epiileteket Tervezé Vil-
lalat - LAKOTERV], active from 1953 to 1992, where the
work environment was more family-friendly.?? She was
allotted time for breastfeeding in the mornings, which
allowed her to begin her workday later. Her mother-in-law
also played a crucial role in managing the household, and
the family employed a housekeeper for a period.” Eva and
André Vecsei had two children together: Andrea, who also
became an architect, and Paul.

Key Projects and Architectural Practice in Hungary
At LAKOTERY, Vecsei worked closely with Jozsef Korner,
a prominent party member and leader often occupied with
various responsibilities. As a result, Korner entrusted Vecsei
with most of the design tasks.* Their working relationship
was mutually beneficial, as Vecsei reflected, “It was very
good, we both did well. He received the credit, and I did the
work, but he never took it himself.”? In Socialist Hungary,
state institutions heavily influenced architectural practice
through directing construction projects, enabling significant
state-supported housing developments and providing excel-
lent training for Vecsei. One of her first major projects was
the design of point houses for miners in Tatabanya. In this
project, she advocated for improved living conditions by
ensuring that they received separate bathrooms, deviating
from the original plan that only included a shared bathroom
in the hallway. Vecsei’s next significant task was the design
of a 14-story modern high-rise as part of the larger urban
development plan for the Lagymanyos housing estate, along
with a primary school, which remains the only building she
designed still standing today in Hungary. In the context of
the time’s political constraints and architectural mandates,
this design represents an example of modernist influences
within the confines of socialist realist ideologies, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 2.2. Her designs displayed the influence
of Danish architectural traditions, which she had absorbed
during her university years. The emphasis on functional and
efficient design and integrating social considerations into
the architectural process remained central to her practice
throughout her career.

Emigration: The Impact of the
1956 Hungarian Revolution
In the final days of the 1956 Revolution, before its suppres-
sion by the Soviet military intervention, tens of thousands
of Hungarians fled to the West, including approximately
150 qualified architects and architecture students.?> Among
them, Eva Hollo Vecsei and her husband, André, decided
to emigrate: “We simply decided that we would not be
cowards and would face life’s challenges. We saw it as an
adventure, though we were concerned about the child,”*
Vecsei recalled. Despite the enforced socialist realist style
(1951-1955), the educational framework at the Budapest
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Tatabanya housing estate; at Vecsei’s suggestion, the miners’
apartments were equipped with individual bathrooms instead
of the initially planned shared bathing facilities; 1955, model
photo from the railway side; architect: Eva Hollo Vecsei
Source: SZOKE, Karoly. 1955. Tatabanyai lakételep.
Magyar Epitémiivészet, 11-12, p. 334
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The facade design of a 14-story tower building reflects
the influence of Danish architectural traditions;
the tower was never constructed, only the school
building was completed; architect: Eva Hollo Vecsei
Source: CSERBA, Dezs6. 1956. A lagymanyosi lakotelep.
Magyar Epitémiivészet, 5, p. 142



Entry portal of the primary school, Baranyai utca 16-18,
(later Lagymanyosi Bardos Lajos Két Tanitdsi Nyelvi
Altalanos Iskola), Budapest, XI. District;
this is the only building designed by Vecsei that
still stands in Hungary; picture taken in 1961
Source: Fortepan 220614, Solyi Ilona
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University of Technology preserved elements of Modernist
principles, enabling these émigrés, including Vecsei, to in-
tegrate smoothly into the broader international Modernist
architectural context.?

Eva Hollo Vecsei and her husband left Hungary with
their infant daughter in secrecy to avoid detection: hidden
among the passengers of a train bound for the West, they
managed to cross the border into Austria.? The crossing
was tense, and though they were fearful, they managed to
escape, carrying only the essentials. In Austria, they spent
time in a refugee camp, and after a brief stay, the couple
decided to move on. They sold Eva’s diamond ring to fund
the next stage of their journey, eventually reaching Vienna.
After twenty years, Vecsei found that her German language
skills were returning, feeling as though “a drawer in my
mind opened.”*® From Vienna, with the help of friends and
the Canadian embassy, they secured papers to emigrate
to Canada after spending a short time in the Netherlands,
where she worked on a hospital design in Maastricht. She
recalled the oddity of their situation, mainly when they
encountered a group of deeply religious Catholics in the
southern Netherlands who suggested that she should focus
on having more children and not work - an outlook she re-
jected. “They described everything I didn’t want from life,”
Vecsei said. “We thanked them and left. So that was it,”3!
she recalled of their departure. They finally made their way
to Canada. Though they were initially supposed to head to
Winnipeg, André’s fluency in French impressed the border
officials, and they were redirected to Montréal instead.®

Settling in Canada: Transition
and Integration into the Profession;
Male Domination in Québec’s Architectural
Practicein the 1960s and 1970s

Vecsei’s initial impression of Montréal was far from
positive. Compared to Budapest’s cultural richness, the
city appeared overwhelmingly industrial. “There was
nothing- no proper theatre, opera, or concerts. The wa-
terfront was ugly and entirely industrial. The bridges
were unattractive. My first impression wasn’t good. But
we thought, ‘“There’s a lot of work here’,” she recalled.?

Starting that work seemed rather difficult. Although she
was already an established architect in Hungary during the
1950s, she faced significant challenges as an immigrant
woman in Montréal. Compared to socialist countries, where
women were encouraged to participate in male-dominated
fields, Canada’s architectural profession remained largely
male-dominated. Even during the 1960s, trained female
architects were often met with suspicion or outright resist-
ance: “When I arrived in Montréal, I was shocked by the
hostility I encountered while job hunting: ‘You're a married
woman with a child, and you want to work?!’ - she recalled.

Vecsei’s experience was not unique; her experience re-
flected a broader pattern among women who had begun their
architectural education in countries such as Greece, Hunga-
ry, or Lithuania, where gender parity in the profession was
more advanced.* Many of these émigré architects struggled
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with the perception of architecture as a male domain. One
such woman recounted: “I thought there was something
wrong with me. I couldn’t understand their attitude. Espe-
cially coming from Greece, where it was normal for women
to be in architecture... half of the students in architecture
were women, even in 1946”3 Unable to secure an architec-
tural position in this unwelcoming climate, Vecsei initially
worked as a draftsperson, producing technical drawings
- arole well below her qualifications but one that allowed
her to gain a foothold in the Canadian architectural scene.

After two years, with the support of her husband, she
secured a position at ARCOP (Architects in Cooperative
Partnership) & Associates, a firm known for valuing talent
regardless of race, religion, or gender.’**” She began with
a two-week trial period, a crucial turning point in her
career, as it allowed her to work on large-scale projects
where she proved outstanding.®® Initially, she hesitated to
work alongside her husband, fearing that people would
assume she was merely his assistant. Two years later, her
husband founded his firm with friends.

Although the article primarily focuses on Vecsei’s large-
scale projects, it is essential to highlight the diversity of her
work. During her thirteen years at ARCOP, she contributed
to numerous projects, several of which were awarded the
prestigious Massey Medal. These include the Tifereth Je-
rusalem Synagogue, Cote-Saint-Luc, Québec (1959-1971);
Saint Gerard Magella Church, Saint-Jean-sur-Richelieu,
Québec (1960-1963); Laval Civic Centre: Town Hall
and Police Station, Laval, Québec (1962-1965); Georges
Frédéric Pavilion, Drummondville, Québec (1963-1965);
Place Bonaventure, Montréal, Québec (1964-1967); the Stu-
dent Union Building, McGill University, Montréal, Québec
(1965); Saint Thomas d’Aquin Church, Saint-Lambert,
Québec (1965-1967); the interiors of Killam Library, Hal-
ifax, Nova Scotia (circa 1966-1971); and the Life Sciences
Building, Dalhousie University, Halifax, Nova Scotia (1971).

The Québec Pioneers - Women from Eastern Europe
Annamarie Adams, an architectural historian, examines
the role of female architects in Canada in Designing
Women: Gender and the Architectural Profession, co-au-
thored with Peta Tancred. Among them, Eva Hollo Vecsei
emerges as a key figure in shaping modern architecture
in Québec, not only because of her professional achieve-
ments but also due to three defining characteristics she
shared with many other so-called Québec pioneers: her
Eastern European origins, the significant experience she
gained at ARCOP, and her deviation from the conventional
gendered path of designing domestic-scale commissions.*

Labour shortages initially drove women’s entry into the
architectural profession in Canada during World War II,
which created previously inaccessible openings. These
shifts offered women new opportunities, particularly in
the emerging field of city planning in the 1940s and 1950s
- a sector still unbound by the entrenched traditions of
architecture. As Blanche Lemco van Ginkel, a pioneering
architect involved in Expo 67 and the first female Dean
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The curved walls of old Québec Baroque churches
inspired the design; Saint Gerard Magella Church,
Saint-Jean-sur-Richelieu, Québec (1960-1963)
Source: SCHMERTZ, Mildred. 1965. Liturgy and
Tradition Shape Designs for Three Faiths.
Architectural Record, 1, p. 137, photo by Han-Sa

Bimah and Ark in the Tifereth Jerusalem Synagogue,
Cote-Saint-Luc, Québec (1959-1971)
Source: Schmertz, M., 1965, p. 137,
photo by Chris F. Payne



Concordia Exhibition Hall, Place Bonaventure, Montréal;
a 17-story, 2.4-hectare building complex includes the
17,000-seat Concordia Exhibition Hall and a five-story,
18,580-square-meter shopping centre; architects:
Raymond T. Affleck and Eva Hollo Vecsei
Source: SCHMERTZ, Mildred and MOLITOR,
Joseph W. 1965. Place Bonaventure.
Architectural Record, special report, July, p. 125

Concordia Exhibition Hall, Place Bonaventure;
designers: Raymond T. Affleck and Eva Hollo Vecsei
Source: Schmertz, M. and Molitor, J. W., 1965, p. 125
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of Architecture at the University of Toronto (appointed
in 1977) reflected, several women, including herself and
Catherine Chard, found employment more readily in urban
planning than in architecture, in part because figures like
Eugenio Faludi*®, whose background was European, were
more willing to hire women in this new and evolving field.*
Adams and Tancred argue that the case for women
architects in the development of Modernism was, in fact,
largely contingent on the influx of women architects
from other countries after the war.*> Based on their in-
terviews with pre-1970 entrants, they found that twelve of
the eighteen early Ordre des architectes du Québec regis-
trants were born abroad, with no fewer than seven hailing
from Eastern Europe.* The impact of immigrant female
architects on modern architecture depended primarily on
how successfully they integrated into the profession upon
arrival. Those from countries where women had already
secured a foothold in architecture brought technical ex-
pertise, particularly in high-rises, public buildings, and
office complexes, that positioned them advantageously in
Montréal’s male-dominated architectural scene.* Their
influence often surpassed that of their Canadian-born,
English- and French-speaking counterparts, similarly to
the United States, where several of the most prominent
female architects to rise to prominence after World War II
were born and raised and educated outside the USA, - such
as Denise Scott Brown (born in Zambia, raised in South
Africa and educated in Europe and later in the USA),
Susana Torre (born, raised and educated in Argentina).
ARCOP, the office where Eva worked, played a pivotal
role in the early careers of female architects in Québec.*
Key figures such as Dorice Brown Walford, Tiuu Tam-
mist O’Brien, and Pauline Clarke Barrable were part of
the team. Barrable later became a senior architect for the
Royal Bank of Canada.*® Sarina Katz, originally from
Romania, also worked at ARCOP before joining Moshe
Safdie’s team for the Habitat projects.*” Her career took her
through several prominent offices, where she worked on
various large-scale designs. Thus Vecsei entered the Ca-
nadian architectural field at a time when female architects
were rare, and the lead-up to Expo 67 in Montréal gave
these immigrant women crucial opportunities to establish
themselves.*® According to Adams, “no other woman in
Québec in the immediate post-war period had the range of
experiences that Vecsei brought to Place Bonaventure.”*
She was drawn to the complexities of large-scale projects.
In a 1965 interview with the Montreal Star, she rejected
gendered expectations of her work, a stance was emblematic
of many Québec women architects in the 1960s%: “Please
don’t put me in the category of women who add their little
pink touches... I'm not interested in home-building projects
that are uniform and repetitious... Huge massive structures
that allow for individual expression and require complex
solutions to integrated problems excite me.”s!
Vecsei’s Hungarian background proved to be both an as-
set and a liability. Socialist Hungary’s practice in robust steel
and reinforced concrete, emphasising grid-based layouts,

69

Scientific Study

contrasted sharply with Canada’s reliance on wood. Her
expertise in reinforced concrete structures was considered
advanced in Canada, where such techniques were not yet
mainstream. Yet, while technically well-equipped, she
lacked the North American instinct for self-promotion and
networking, crucial for career advancement.?> Additionally,
she had to navigate the practical hurdle of adapting to the
imperial measurement system then still in use, a fundamen-
tal shift from the metric standards she had used in Hungary.

The first Major Breakthrough - Place
Bonaventure as an Experimental Project;
Its Role in Montréal’s Urban Landscape

One of the key architectural projects in preparation for
Expo 67 was Place Bonaventure (1964-1967), a significant
commission for Vecsei in Canada, undertaken in collab-
oration with architect Raymond T. Affleck. This project
stands out among the previously mentioned works due
to its scale and complexity. Strategically located along
Montréal’s north-south downtown axis, the building stands
among key modern structures such as Place Ville Marie (I.
M. Pei and ARCOP, 1957-1966) and the Queen Elizabeth
Hotel (George Drummond and Harold Greensides, 1958).
This area gradually became the new urban core, shifting
the city’s development away from its earlier east-west orien-
tation structured around Dorchester Boulevard (now René
Lévesque), Saint Jacques, and Saint Catherine streets.

At its completion in 1967, Place Bonaventure was among
the largest buildings on a global scale, with nearly 100,000
m? of leasable space, approximately 10,000 m? of office
space, and an 18,580 m? exhibition hall. Designed as a mul-
ti-functional commercial complex, it integrates various
urban functions within a single structure, incorporating an
exhibition hall, retail spaces, and a hotel. The project’s ap-
proach reflected the broader urban vision of integrating
transport, commerce, and leisure, linking directly to the
metro, railway, and pedestrian networks.** A notable innova-
tion was the building’s rooftop, which featured one of Mon-
tréal’s first green roofs - a designed landscape with a garden
and a four-season pool that introduced a new approach to
utilising rooftop spaces in dense urban environments.

Banham underscored Place Bonaventure’s identity as
a megastructure, illustrating its convergence of pedestrian
and Metro infrastructure: “The point at which the two
perspectives on Montreal actually meet at right angles,
where the pedestrian plumbing and the Metro intersect
and the whole promise of a subterranean city protected
from the elements comes closest to realisation, is Place
Bonaventure. Located at the first point where the Metro
can comfortably squeeze under the CNR, which is also
the point where the pedestrian plumbing would naturally
break out to the surface, Place Bonaventure is, appropri-
ately if disputably, a megastructure in itself.”>

As an economical and practical building material, con-
crete influenced the structure’s overall form. The material
allowed for expansive interior spaces while contributing
to the building’s fortress-like appearance. The ribbed
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concrete surfaces recall the work of Paul Rudolph, whose
brutalist designs were widely discussed in architectural
discourse at the time. Eva Hollo Vecsei was particularly
interested in how the building’s massing and detailing
shaped its visual impact. She carefully designed the artic-
ulation of the corners, using mechanical towers to create
arhythm in the facade. The journal Architectural Record
noted this feature as a refinement of the building’s overall
composition.’ The brutalist character of Place Bonaven-
ture aligns it with the monumental concrete works of Paul
Rudolph, Ulrich Franzen (Cornell University’s Uris Hall,
1968), and I. M. Pei (National Center for Atmospheric
Research, Colorado, 1966-1967).5

Structural Considerations and Design Innovations
The Canadian National Railway (CNR) made the site avail-
able for development in 1963, with preexisting structural
provisions incorporated into the rail platforms to facil-
itate future construction. Construction began in 1964,
with completion scheduled for 1967. The engineering
solutions had to accommodate uninterrupted railway
activity because train operations continued beneath the
site throughout construction. This constraint influenced
the building’s structural logic and organisation.

The vast exhibition hall, spanning four acres, was de-
signed with 12-meter-high columns arranged in a 7.5 x
22.5-meter grid, aligning with the railway’s loading plat-
forms below. Supporting the building’s upper eight levels,
the columns branched out to form a denser 7.5 x 7.5-meter
grid - evoking Indigenous totem poles, as she recalls,
areference further emphasised by the textured concrete
surfaces. In her 1993 reflections, Vecsei described this as
an expression of structural logic rooted in the first con-
structivist architectural tradition: the Gothic. Ironically,
one of the most memorable praises she received was:
“Your architecture is exceptionally masculine.”>®

One of the defining features of the project was the
rooftop garden. Vecsei envisioned this space as an inte-
gral architectural element rather than an afterthought.
“Creating a green oasis in downtown Montréal - where
half the hotel rooms overlooked a garden featuring water-
falls, rock formations, trees, and a four-season pool - was
aradical innovation in the 1960s,”% she later remarked.
This concept of the “fifth facade” - where the roof serves
as an active urban space - became a recurring theme in
her later projects. The Bonaventure Hotel’s green roof was
one of Canada’s earliest instances of integrating landscape
architecture with high-density urban development.

The Design-Build Process: New Methods and a New Pace
Place Bonaventure introduced Vecsei to the design-build
model, which differed from the traditional division of
roles in architectural practice. The process involved con-
tinuous adjustments during construction, requiring direct
collaboration with contractors and developers. Pauline
Barrable, another architect working at ARCOP, recalled
the rapid pace of design changes: “You would literally do
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a drawing on the board and then pick it up off the board
and run across the street... and say ‘build this’ and they
literally would pour the concrete.”°

For Vecsei, the experience was marked by the challenge
of navigating a male-dominated professional environ-
ment. As the only woman architect participating in the
weekly project meetings, she described the setting as
intimidating. To manage the pressure of these high-stakes
discussions, she took Librium, a sedative medication -
a detail that underscores the demanding atmosphere. The
Bonaventure project, carried out by the ARCOP office,
was a collaborative effort involving a team of architects,
engineers, and planners. Vecsei emphasised that the work
was collective and that the project’s success depended
on close coordination among the various professionals
involved. Within this framework, she played a central role
and the project allowed her to demonstrate “her own ge-
ometric and spatial skills, her knowledge of architectural
form and theory, and the power to coordinate, integrate
and synthesize the knowledge of others”.*!

Her work on Place Bonaventure was widely recognised,
contributing to her reputation as an architect capable
of working at an urban scale. When she was named an
honorary fellow of the American Institute of Architects
in 1990, her architecture was acknowledged for “trans-
forming modernism into an expressive, contextual, and
symbiotic language.”*? She remains the only Canadian
woman in Contemporary Architects (1980), alongside
eleven Canadian men. Her role in Place Bonaventure
established her as a significant figure in Canadian mod-
ernism, with her work documented in international ar-
chitectural publications and exhibitions.®

La Cité, Montréal

After completing Place Bonaventure, Vecsei’s next major
project was La Cité (1973-1977), a multifunctional build-
ing complex in downtown Montréal. With a budget of
$120 million, the complex was completed in time for the
1976 Olympics. Spanning 2.8 hectares and covering four
city blocks, La Cité created a unique communal space
accommodating around 3,000 residents. The develop-
ment included 500 hotel rooms, 1,200 residential units,
a landscaped rooftop terrace with trees and a pool, 18,580
square meters of commercial space, an underground
grocery store, a fitness club, a cinema, and a two-story
parking structure.®*

What truly distinguishes La Cité is its stepped design,
ranging between 24 and 6 stories. From the perspective
of the main facade, each step reaches a maximum height
of four stories, reflecting the scale of the surrounding
streets. The 24-story towers align with the city block,
while the stepped structure’s final 4-story section matches
the scale of the Victorian homes on the opposite side. The
lower four-story step rises naturally from the street, not
separated from it, offering a seamless connection to the
urban fabric. Balconies and terraces further fragment the
facades, giving the complex a layered, dynamic quality.
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The “Fifth Facade”, Place Bonaventure;
designers: Raymond T. Affleck and Eva Hollo Vecsei
Photo: Anna Agnes Sebestyén, June 2024



La Cité, Montréal (1973-1977); a multifunctional building
complex, realised with a budget of 120 million dollars for
the 1976 Olympics; the 2.8-hectare project, spanning four
city blocks, combines residential and community functions
Source: SCHMERTZ, Mildred. 1978. La Cité.
Architectural Record, 1, pp. 111, photo by V. Juster
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The La Cité complex in downtown Montréal
Source: Schmertz, M., 1978, p. 111



The La Cité complex in downtown Montréal
Photo: Anna Agnes Sebestyén, June 2024
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The arrangement of the three residential towers was de-
signed to ensure that each building would receive optimal
sunlight while allowing residents to enjoy the green spaces
within the complex. The connections between the three
towers are realised through various communal spaces:
numerous community services are offered on the ground
floor, while the basement houses shops and entertainment
functions. The underground infrastructure beneath the
complex facilitates transportation links, providing easy ac-
cess for residents and workers to all of the site’s services.®

Eva Hollo Vecsei took over the project’s management
in 1973 after founding her firm in Canada. The realisation
of La Cité was met with resistance, particularly from op-
ponents of high-rise buildings who wished to preserve the
city’s low-rise architecture. The debates even drew in urban
preservationist Jane Jacobs, fuelling many heated discus-
sions. In this sense, La Cité also symbolises the tension
between modern urban development and the preservation
of a city’s historical character. This is particularly intrigu-
ing given that she is archived in the Canadian Centre for
Architecture, an institution founded by Phyllis Lambert,
who, like Jane Jacobs, was a dedicated preservationist.°°

International Recognition
The international success of the La Cité project led to
numerous invitations from abroad. For instance, Vecsei
gave lectures in Beijing and Hong Kong to present housing
solutions for Chinese megacities. Moreover, Yasmeen Lari,
the Pakistani architect, invited Vecsei to collaborate on the
development of downtown Karachi (1976) and a commercial
centre (1978) Amid political tensions and governmental
changes, interest in the project shifted, especially after
Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s execution and the political involve-
ment of Sariela, which steered events in a new direction.®”

Another milestone in Vecsei’s international recogni-
tion®® came when she was invited to the “Les Femmes
Exposent” (1978) exhibition at the Pompidou Centre in
Paris. There, she exhibited alongside other pioneering
women architects from around the world. She travelled
to Paris with her husband, André, personally carrying
the exhibition material, which was later displayed at the
“Linear City” (1981) exhibition in Boston.

Eva Hollo Vecsei shared her expertise at several Cana-
dian and American universities, including the University
of California, Berkeley, and the University of Calgary.
In 1983, she received an architectural excellence award,
and in 1988 and 1990, she was elected a member of the
Canadian and American architectural associations. In
2004, she was honoured with the Ordre des Architectes
du Québec’s commemorative medal.

From 1984, she continued working with her husband at
their office, Vecsei Architects, where one of their important
projects was the Marie de France College. The building
excellently illustrates her architectural approach and phi-
losophy: “If I get the program, I make something different
from what was done before.”® For the college’s design, she
opted for a side corridor instead of the traditional central
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corridor, allowing morning sunlight to flood the classrooms.
The school’s gymnasium roof was designed as a playground.

This practical approach was reflected in all her work.
For her, functionality and practicality always came before
aesthetics. She summarised her professional creed in
one sentence: “Turning the mundane, a hut, into a pal-
ace.” She believed she thought “much more practically
than men”. She saw problems as challenges, which led
to new, unconventional solutions, such as her innovative
approach to the placement of elevators and staircases in
the Bonaventure building.

In the 1980s, Eva Hollo Vecsei visited Hungary for the
first time after starting a new life in Canada. Despite her
prominent career abroad, her work remained virtually™
unknown” in Hungary, which is puzzling given that she
was one of the most sought-after young talents of the
1950s. Today, her work is the only Hungarian-related
material in the collection of one of the world’s leading
architectural museums, the Canadian Centre for Architec-
ture. Eva Hollo Vecsei is considered a pioneer of Canadian
modernist architecture and is still highly respected in
Canada, where she continues to live in Montréal.

Conclusion: Transnational Knowledge
and Gendered Trajectories in Architecture;
The Career of Eva Hollo Vecsei

In examining the career of Eva Hollo Vecseli, the broad-
er context of women’s professional trajectories in the 20
century becomes apparent, particularly within architecture.
Her career provides insight into how migration and gender
shaped architectural practice, especially in the transnational
exchange of architectural knowledge. Vecsei’s solid ground-
ing in large-scale urban design and concrete construction,
developed in socialist Hungary in the 1950s, became an
essential asset in her transition to Canada in the 1960s.
This expertise, which included significant experience with
large-scale projects, allowed her to integrate successfully
into Montréal’s architectural environment, mainly through
her work on projects such as La Cité and Place Bonaventure.

A central aspect of this study is Eva Hollo Vecsei's rejec-
tion of being categorised under the label of “women’s ar-
chitecture.” She resisted the idea of a gendered approach
to architecture, emphasising her interest in complex, large-
scale structures that required innovative solutions rather
than adopting stereotypical feminine design approaches.
This stance highlights the broader challenge of recog-
nising women in architecture without reducing their con-
tributions to gendered categories. For Eva Hollo Vecseli,
architecture was not to be defined by gendered norms but
by the complexity and scale of the structures she sought to
create. However, her experiences also reveal how gender,
as a structural condition, shaped her career. Gendered
expectations and the professional challenges she faced
were not just abstract concepts but practical barriers that
affected her daily working life and opportunities.

Showing her trajectory is not only a “matter of add-
ing a few names or even hundreds to the history of
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architecture [or] ... a matter of human justice or historical
accuracy, but of opening the field to its own productive
complexity.””? This approach underscores the need to
rethink how architectural histories are framed beyond
simply adding women to the existing narrative. While her
refusal to be confined by gendered architecture is impor-
tant, examining the structural conditions that shaped her
experience as a woman in architecture is equally essential.

Based on this material in the context of the past, it is
clear that gender differences in architecture were signifi-
cant - a reality emphasised by Vecsei herself in interviews
and autobiographical reflections. While the nature of
these differences shifted over time, they remained pal-
pable throughout the 20" century. Scholarship on gender
and architecture has shown that “gendered architecture”
- the association of certain design traits or professional
roles with femininity - often served to marginalise wom-
en architects or to confine their work to a narrow set of
acceptable specialisations.” In both the United States and
Canada, as well as in Britain, historians have documented
how women in the profession were often steered toward
areas considered an extension of domestic life: housing,
interior design, and later, heritage conservation.™ These
domains were legitimised as “feminine” spaces within the
field, shaped by a belief in women’s supposed “natural”
affinity and “supposedly innate understanding of things
domestic”?: housing, interior design, and preservation
(maintenance, care) rather than innovation or creation.
As Gwendolyn Wright (1977) observed, these subfields
became zones of professional legitimacy for women be-
cause they were seen as addressing the needs of other
women, thereby reinforcing gendered expectations within
architectural practice.” In Canada, this division was so-
cially enforced and institutionally reproduced through
platforms like the RAIC Journal, which repeatedly em-
phasised such roles for women.”™

Against this backdrop, Vecsei’s architectural practice
stands out. Her work has not typically been framed in
gendered terms nor associated with a “feminine” style.
Instead, her role in large-scale developments such as
Place Bonaventure and La Cité has been analysed pri-
marily through the lenses of technical complexity, urban
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planning, and design efficiency. Where gender was ref-
erenced, it often positioned her as an outlier-a singular,
“genius-like” figure who operated beyond the confines of
the assumed professional sphere™, while at other times,
her architecture was even described as “masculine.””
Her public remarks echo this positioning, reflecting
a conscious effort to distance herself from stereotypes
surrounding women’s design sensibilities, as she insisted
that she should not be put “in the category of women who
add their little pink touches.”°

On the other hand, the structural conditions of being
a woman in the architectural profession in this period were
far more pervasive - a common experience for women
hailing from Eastern Europe and integrating into Can-
ada, the Québec pioneers. These conditions have been
examined in terms of working environments (a male-dom-
inated culture), professional status (Vecsei faced more
significant difficulties integrating into Canada compared
to her husband), available positions (she initially worked
on a probationary basis), personal experiences (such as
using Librium to cope with professional pressures), and
societal perceptions (concerns about whether a woman with
children could work, both in the Netherlands and Canada).

In conclusion, Eva Hollo Vecsei’s career highlights the
complex relationship between migration and gender in ar-
chitectural history. Her emigration to Québec in 1957 not
only provided opportunities to apply and further develop
her architectural expertise, formed in socialist Hungary, but
also exposed the significant challenges she faced as a female
architect with a migration background in a male-dominated
profession. Her career trajectory illustrates the difficulty
of navigating between her extensive architectural knowl-
edge and the cultural and gendered obstacles she faced in
anew professional environment. Nevertheless, through her
openness to innovative building methods, resilience, and
refusal to conform to gendered expectations, she found her
footing in Montréal’s architectural scene after an uncertain
beginning. Her background and large-scale design expertise,
as well as her contributions, were not only appreciated but
also seen as key to shaping Montréal’s architectural land-
scape and the evolving professional presence of women in
Canadian architecture.
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